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Abstract
This paper examines references of visual product identity in product design. The perception of identity is the result of a 
composite experience of the presentational and representational dimensions of the product. As consumers to a large degree create 
their value perceptions of products and brands based on the design of the product, it is important for companies to understand 
how perceptions of identity are created and conveyed through product design. In this paper, product identity is conceptualised 
and an approach to examine visual product identity is proposed. Product examples are used to illustrate possible product 
experiences and how they relate to perceptions of product identity. In essence, the paper suggests principles for how brand 
identity may be materialised through meaningful references in visual design – in this way, product identity can be seen as a mode 
of tangible branding. It is proposed the analysis presented in this paper provides a means for identifying and developing strategies 
for brand representation through visual product design. It may also be utilised as a conceptual framework, which can be used as a 
pedagogical tool for design education and designers when considering the alternative approaches available for designing visual 
product identity. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.
Peer-review under responsibility of AHFE Conference.
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1. Introduction
Product design plays a significant role for consumers’ impressions of products. Audi states that “product design 
determines up to 60% of a consumer’s decision to buy a particular automobile” [1, p.165]. From this perspective, the 
design of the product becomes a critical component in the endeavour to communicate product identity, to evoke
brand value associations, and to create product appeal. The product has a key role in the needs-wants-demands chain 
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[2, p.6], by contributing to building the brand experience and positioning the product in relation to competitors 
through meaningful differentiation, achieved through the design of the product. 
During the last two decades, work has been devoted to understanding the role of product design for creating, 
communicating and embodying brand related meaning. For example, Vihma[3] introduced the notion that products 
are simultaneously perceived on aesthetic as well as semiotic levels, implying that sense-impression and meaning 
making go hand-in-hand. Warell[4] elaborated on the idea of product identification, suggesting that form elements 
can be identified on several perceptual ‘levels’ in a product, which work in a synergetic manner to create compound 
meanings of various complexity, which influences the value and content of the brand message. Today, the role of 
product design for contributing to appeal as well as meaning of products is well recognised. 
As suggested by the process of brand design perception [1], different types of product design stimuli, such as 
various visual form elements or colours, are processed at different stages of the perception process. Furthermore, 
perception is componential rather than holistic, implying that an audience may imagine combinations of concepts, 
which have not been perceived previously, and attributing meaning to such concepts [5]. Being aware of two 
products of a certain brand, consumers, therefore, can imagine what a third one may look like. Furthermore, 
cognitive semiotic theory [6]states that representation (meaning-making) through design may be described as 
occurring through sign references, which are iconic, indexical or symbolic in nature. For example, brand recognition 
is created by consistently applying similar visual form elements or design cues (iconic references), while brand or 
product associations such as sportiness are created through symbolic references. 
This paper has the following structure: First, product identity is conceptualised and a framework for perceptual 
product experience is presented. Second, selected product examples of various brands are examined, in order to 
illustrate how product and brand identity is communicated through visual references in product design. Finally, the 
results and implications of the suggested approach are discussed with respect to brand identity creation. 
2. Conceptualising product identity
The starting point for the discussion in this paper is the idea that products are perceived as having‘identity’, and 
that products are differentiated by their individual identity, as well as by the identities of their respective brands. 
Brands can use product design to build brand value through product identity, and products represent the brand 
through visual design elements, which create perceptions of product identity. Building on the perspective of 
branding [2], we propose that the creation and embodiment of identity is one of the key tasks of the design of the 
product. The visual design of the product, often referred to as styling, thus is a physical implementation of the brand, 
hence the term ’tangible branding’ as used in this paper. 
In marketing research, visual brand identity has been conceptualised through ‘recognition’ and ‘categorisation’ of 
brands. Visual design features contribute to brand value by serving as references for recognition of brand, allowing 
customers to attribute meaning to the brand related to heritage and character [7]. Furthermore, design elements of 
one product category can be transferred to a new product category within the same brand by modifying key 
characteristics of product-shape attributes [1]. Thus, products within the same brand may be perceived as sharing 
(part of) the same identity.In both of these examples, however, brand value attribution is confined to 
representational qualities of design elements, i.e. associations through meaning-making. This view implies that the 
visual aesthetic qualities of design elements themselves play no role in the process of identification. 
In contrast, in this paper, product identity is conceptualised as a phenomenon, which depends on aesthetic as well 
as meaning-making experiences. We use a three-pronged concept of ‘product identity’ to frame how products 
contribute to creating perceptions of category, character and value through their visual design. We will introduce the 
concept of identity as used here through a story.
Imagine looking at a large crowd of people. First, you only see the many people, all blurred into a mass. 
Suddenly, however, your eyes notice a familiar face in the crowd. You have seen this person before; in fact, now you 
remember who it is – an old friend of yours, who you have not seen for years. Although time has passed, you still 
recognise the person’s facial features, the unruly hair, and their friendly, happy outlook. You remember the person’s 
positive attitude and generosity from the many times they helped you out in times of need, and you miss the 
friendship, which you treasured so dearly. 
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The events in this story has three steps; 1) noticing person, 2) recognising who the person is, and 3) recalling the 
person’s character along with fond memories of the past. Just as you may experience the identification of a person 
you know, similarly you may experience the identification of a product. The story above gives rise to the 
conceptualisation of identity as an entity composed of three levels of meaning [8], see Table 1.
Table 1. Types of meaning involved in product identification through visual product design.
Reference type Meaning Examples
Categorisation ‘What’ is it? Make, origin, type, segment, function, purpose
Characterisation ‘How’ is it? Properties, characteristics, behaviour, performance
Valuation ‘Why’ is it?
What does it infer?
Heritage, meaning, narrative, affect
Table 1 suggests that three types of identification are possible (not necessarily in this order). First, 
‘categorisation’; understanding the product category and its origin. This is exemplified by seeing a person you 
recognise from before, or a product, which looks like a vacuum cleaner. Second, ‘characterisation’, the person is 
interpreted as looking like someone you know or the product looking powerful. And third, the creation of 
associations related to the experience leads to ‘valuation’; memories of the person’s actions or social nature, or the 
brand of the vacuum cleaner as associated with fond memories from your childhood.
In the realm of product design, we acknowledge two aspects of identity [8]. On one hand, identity is an attribute 
of a thing, which is shared with something else (i.e., similarity); on the other hand, identity is a unique attribute of a 
thing (i.e., difference). Identity is by nature dependent on the relationship with other things; without reference 
points, it is meaningless. In all three types of identification, the unique or shared attributes will lead to the creation 
of relational meaning. 
However, identification (i.e., the process of noticing and attributing significance to similarities and differences) 
will only happen if the similarities or differences are significant, i.e., important and meaningful, to the observer. 
Therefore, identification as a phenomenon cannot be taken for granted. The reading and interpreting of products 
requires a transformation of meaning based on the product itself and the epistemological or cognitive interest of the 
interpreter, and will therefore vary significantly between people [9]. Moreover, if the initial impression does not take 
place, i.e., if the person or vacuum cleaner in the examples above is not perceived as characteristic, i.e. recognisable,
within a given context, no parts of the identification will transpire. Given that the initial stimulus leads to awareness, 
however, any or all of the identification types may follow, and in any order. 
3. Multimodality of visual product experience
The previous examples indicate that the experience of a product is due to the synergetic impression of aesthetics 
(noticing something as appealing) and attribution (assigning something a meaning), given a certain context and 
beholder. The notion that we perceive and interpret products in a range of ways is embedded in the ‘framework of 
perceptual product experience’ (see [10] for details), in which the experience is composed of aspects of ‘pleasure’
(sense perception) and ‘interpretation’ (meaning perception).The framework regards perceptual product experience 
as a double-sided coin; one being the ‘presentation’ side of the product, the other the ‘representation’ side. At the 
core of the model are the three modes of the experience; the sensory, cognitive, and affective. In each of the two 
dimensions, three sub-modes map against the core modes (see Figure 1). 
The sensorial mode includes perceptions of stimuli experienced with any of the senses, and is composed of two 
sub-modes in the presentation and representation dimensions, respectively; impression (“I notice the car because it 
stands out from other cars”), and recognition through iconic sign references (“I understand it is a Global knife 
because it shares features with kitchen knifes in general, and with Global knives specifically”). 
The cognitive mode processes and categorises sensory input, stores, creates and retrieves information and 
knowledge from memory, and supports in decision-making, judgement and inferences. The appreciation sub-mode 
of the experience helps us find order and structure from sensuous stimuli, such as understanding formal visual 
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Fig. 1. Framework of perceptual product experience, with core modes (centre) and the two dimensions of presentation (left) and representation 
(right), with respective sub-modes [10].
composition in a product and preferences thereof. The comprehension sub-mode relates to product qualities, 
usefulness, characteristics, etc., through indexical and symbolic sign references. 
Finally, the affective mode gives rise to feelings, emotions, and mood states, based on product perceptions. The 
affective mode includes associations and notions that people attribute to products, such as brand associations based 
on personal beliefs, values and feelings. In the emotion sub-mode, affective response is evoked by the combination 
of product stimuli, subjective concerns and an appraisal. The association sub-mode is about communication of, e.g., 
values, origin and heritage, and works solely through the creation and interpretation of symbolic signs. The 
perceptual dimensions and modes are summarised in Table 2.
Table 2. Perceptual modes of the framework of perceptual product experience [11].
Dimension Perceptual mode Description
Presentation Impression
Appreciation
Emotion
Perceiving and distinguishing the product amongst other products through 
design elements or overall form and gestalt effects of product appearance
Approval of formal aesthetic values, acknowledgment of aesthetic appeal of 
design elements or overall product appearance
Elicitation of abstract concepts through appraisal, referring to sets of feelings, 
based on the appearance of a product or visual elements
Representation Recognition
Comprehension
Association
Perceiving and identifying a product or design element previously seen through 
visual resemblance (similarity)
Grasping the nature, significance, or meaning, through visual references of a 
product or design element, of product specific characteristics such as 
properties, performance and mode-of-use
Identification through the linking of values, notions or ideas, such as brand and 
cultural references, with a product or design element
4. Examining visual product references and brand value representation
The previous sections have conceptualised product identity and presented a framework of six perceptual modes, 
which serve as a basis for understanding product experience. In this section, we suggest that the perception of the 
product through these perceptual modes contributes to the construction of identity references; i.e., meaningful 
attributions which help an observer to understand ‘what the product is’ (categorisation), ‘how it is’ 
(characterisation), and ‘what it infers’ (valuation). In the following, brands and selected products of each brand are 
used to illustrate possible experiences, which are postulated to arise through visual perception. In Table 3, each 
brand and product is presented, followed by analysis and discussion.
The products presented in Table 3 were examined using the perceptual experience framework. As the purpose of 
the study is to indicate how the framework may be used for analysis, no external participants were involved.
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Table 3. Brands and products used in the study.
Brand Presentation Product 
Alessi Alessi, a leading producer of a range of lifestyle products for the 
domestic environment, describe their mission as “one of translating its 
quest for the most advanced cultural, aesthetic, design and functional 
quality into mass production” [12] Alberto Alessi, the grandson of the 
company founder, states that ”A true design work must move people, 
convey emotions, bring back memories, surprise, and go against...”, 
indicating that the brand is strongly emotionally driven. This is shown 
not the least within the range of kitchen accessories, which features 
products by famous artist designers like the ‘Duck Timer’, an 
electronic kitchen timer by EeroAarnio: “an object for the kitchen, 
used in a way that recalls the way a traditional, mechanical timer is 
used. The time is set by rotating the central dial: clockwise sets the 
minutes, counterclockwise for the seconds. The typical sound of the 
alarm has been replaced with a funny duck quack” [12].
‘Duck Timer’
Deere & 
Company
Deere & Company was founded in 1837 by Blacksmith and inventor 
John Deere. Under the core values “Integrity. Quality. Commitment. 
Innovation.” [13], the company offers products within the agricultural, 
construction, residential and other fields. The typical John Deere 
product is the iconically green and yellow-coloured tractor. “John 
Deere 8R Series Row-Crop Tractors offer legendary performance and 
reliability for farmers who demand more comfort, efficiency, and 
productivity” [13]. This colour scheme is evident in the garden 
products as well, however the construction machinery is yellow and 
black, similar to the graphic identity of competitors such as Volvo 
Contruction Equipment and Caterpillar. John Deere 8R Series Tractor 
Fiskars Fiskars offers consumer products for home, garden, and outdoor use, 
and ”are renowned for their functionality and cutting-edge design” 
[14]. Fiskars was founded in 1649 and is one of the oldest companies 
in the western world. Products are positioned as high quality, refined 
and recognisable throughout the range. A visual theme including black 
and orange graphics, clearly presented mechanisms and truthfulness to 
materials are characteristics of the design and serves to differentiate 
the visual brand from competitors.
FiskarsPowerGear Lopper 
Jeep Jeep relies heavily on product history and brand heritage and describes 
itself as “an iconic & legendary 4x4 sport utility vehicle for the past 70 
years” [15]. All current Jeep models feature explicit references to the 
original ‘Willys Jeep’ from the 1940’s, in the form of the grille with 
seven characteristically vertical air inlets. As most vehicles in the 
range are contemporary products, references to the original Willys, 
apart from this feature, are few. The only model in the line-up today 
that shares more typical ‘jeep-like’ features is the Wrangler, which 
apart from its sturdy expression includes “fender flares, iconic seven-
slot grille and removable doors and top” [15]. Jeep Wrangler
Sonos Sonos was founded in 2002 “with a goal – to reinvent home audio for 
the digital age” [16]. As a relative newcomer on the market, their 
visual signature is contemporary, technical and simple. While offering 
several product lines, including speakers and connection components, 
Sonos redefines the market by introducing new categories of products, 
which are the result of new digital streaming technology. The Sonos 
Connect is an example of a product, used to “turn your stereo or home 
theatre into a music streaming system” [16], which defines a new 
’basic product sign’ by function as well as appearance, yet is 
recognisable as a contemporary high-tech home consumer product 
through materials and colour. Sonos Connect
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Brand Presentation Product 
Xiaomi Xiaomi is a Chinese consumer electronics maker founded in 2010, 
who “create remarkable hardware, software, and Internet services for –
and with the help of – our Mi fans” [17].  They offer high-tech 
products primarily in the smart-phone category, but also in a range of 
other categories, under the mantra “Always believe that something 
wonderful is about to happen”. The Mi4 smart-phone competes with 
major brands on primarily Asian markets offering contemporary 
design, technology and interaction at a lower price, but with low visual 
differentiation from leading, established brands. Xiaomi Mi4
Table 4, therefore, suggestshypothetical examples of perceptions from users. In the analysis, product experiences 
were postulated by relating the products to typical competitors in the same product category.In the table, 
‘ambiguous’ denotes the difficulty to postulate a typical user response. This is due to the fact that the product is 
likely to be perceived as either conventional for its category (thus lacking significant differentiation from 
competitors), or represent a new product type (thus lacking product category references). For example, the Sonos 
and Xiaomi exhibit similar perceptual patterns. Both are likely to have ambiguous impression (1, 2) since they are 
understated in their presentation with few discerning features. Therefore, emotional response is also difficult to 
predict (3, 4), as is also the case for Fiskars, which has a conventional, contemporary appearance (5). As the Sonos 
introduces a new product category (and a new product sign), comprehension is likely to be unclear (6).  Two 
products, the John Deere and the Jeep, represent well-established brands and product categories, and are thus likely 
to generate predictable perceptions in all modes. Comprehension is expected to be ambiguous for the Alessi (7), as 
there is minimal indexical reference to mode-of-use or product function through visual features.
Table 4. Examples of likely experiences in the six perceptual modes of each studied product.
Product Presentation Representation
Impression Appreciation Emotion Recognition Comprehension Association
Alessi Duck Timer Unexpcted Bold, 
zoomorphic
Surprise and 
delight
Duck-like Ambiguous (7) Typically 
Alessi
John Deere 8360R Green-yellow Complexity Dependence Tractor Functional and 
utilitarian
A reliable 
working tool
FiskarsPowergear 
Lopper
Sophisticated Simple 
elegance
Ambiguous (5) Typically 
‘Fiskars'
Functional and 
mechanical
Quality hand 
tool
Jeep Wrangler Old-school Classic visual 
features, 
composition
Nostalgia A typical 
‘Jeep’
A genuine off-
road vehicle
True to the 
Jeep brand
Sonos Connect Ambiguous 
(1)
Geometric
simplicity
Ambiguous (3) High-tech 
electronic 
product
Ambiguous (6) Innovative
Xiaomi Mi4 Ambiguous 
(2)
Geometric 
simplicity
Ambiguous (4) High-tech 
electronic 
product
Conventional Another smart-
phone
In Table 5, likely perceptions of the three types of identity are presented. For each product, perceptions are 
postulated for each reference type. While it is likely that the John Deere, Jeep and Xiaomi pose no categorisation 
difficulties (1, 2, 3), the Sonos may be perceived as being difficult to categorise due to its novel functionality and 
new basic product sign (4), i.e. a new representation of product type and function [18]. The Alessi is also expected 
to be difficult to categorise, as there are few features which provide references to product type or mode-of-use (5). 
The perceptions in the ‘valuation’ column are related to core brand values or brand slogans, based on available 
brand communication from each respective brand. 
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Table 5. Types of identity references for each studied product.
Product Identity reference type
Categorisation
‘What’ is it?
Characterisation
‘How’ is it?
Valuation
What does it infer?
Alessi Duck Timer
(kitchen timer)
Ambiguous (5) Fun
Emotional
Surprising
Immensity of Creative 
Potential
John Deere 8360R
(Tractor)
Tractor (1) Reliable
Powerful
Nothing Runs Like a Deere
FiskarsPowergear 
Lopper
(Hand tool)
Hand tool
Garden use
High quality 
Reliable
Technical
Design draws upon three 
different elements: nature, 
users and hands
Jeep Wrangler
(Sport utility vehicle)
A ‘jeep’ (2) Sturdy
Old fashioned
Authentic
Go anywhere. Do anything.
Sonos Connect
(System component)
Ambiguous (4) High-tech
Simple
Innovative
Changing the way people 
listen to music – one home 
at a time
Xiaomi Mi4
(Smart-phone)
Smart-phone (3)
Consumer
Affordable
Competent
High-tech
Always believe that 
something wonderful is 
about to happen
5. Discussion
The presented study suggests an initial framework for understanding the interrelation between visual references
of product form and resulting perceptions of product identity. Although the current study lacks empirical support, it 
serves to indicate a potential approach for understanding how identity perceptions are linked to visual product 
design. The analysis of perceptual modes serves to understand how the variety of visual product design references 
contributes to the construction of product identity.
Tables 3 and 4 suggest that a new brand and/or a novel product type is likely to lead to more inconsistent
identification. A strong, well-known brand can help remedy this, as consumers are more acceptable to the 
introduction of new product categories within brands (brand extensions), once a brand already has more than one 
product category in its range [1]. However, a new brand on the market may find it challenging to create a strong 
impression of identity if the products are within an established category and exhibit low visual differentiation from 
established brands. Xiaomi is an example of this situation. Although the analysis of Sonos indicated several 
ambiguous perceptions, since the product category is noveland as the level of innovation is high, it may be possible
to establish a strong identity. Through a high level of product quality and consistent and refined product design, a 
brand may become recognisable due to differentiation from competitors. 
Table 6 suggests interdependencies between perceptual modes and identity references created through visual 
product design perception. The table is created by qualitatively matching the inherent meaning of each identity 
reference type with the essence of each perceptual mode. As indicated, the three types of identity reference are
constructed through multiple perceptual modes. Whether all modes, or only a few, are necessary for creating a 
specific identity reference needs to be studied further.  For example, the table implies that ‘categorisation’ is 
supported by (one or several of) the experiences of impression, appreciation, recognition, and comprehension of the 
product. Table 6 also suggests that the initial impression created by the product contributes to ‘valuation’only. This 
seems credible, as noticing the product in the first place implies that the product has at least some (visual) value; it 
catches the observer’s attention (had it not, none of the other experiences nor any of the types of identification
would have transpired). The table also indicates that ‘valuation’ is constructed by all perceptual modes. This is 
plausible from the perspective that all experiences we may have of a product serve as a potential starting point for 
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judgement of the product as a whole. For example, if we find the product unattractive (appreciation), we would 
likely not attribute much value to it overall. However, future research is needed to study this further.
Table 6. Inter-relations between perceptual modes and types of identity references.
Identity reference type Perceptual experience modes
Presentation Representation
Impression Appreciation Emotion Recognition Comprehension Association
Categorisation X X X
Characterisation X X X X
Valuation X X X X X X
In the current study, only single product examples were used for each brand. Future studies will need to consider 
the influence of multiple products from each brand or product categories as a whole. For example, it has been 
suggested that lead products affects the perception of other products within a brand [7]. Future studies will help to 
understand actual perceptions by real observers, as well as the potential for the suggested approach to support 
product design and brand management. 
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